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As stated by Lieven D'hulst (2010) , the coupling of translation and history allows the study from at least two main different angles. The first one focuses on how translation can help understand the history of cultural practices; the second angle addresses how history can contribute to understanding (a) translation, understood as product or discourse, as process or activity, and as function or the role it plays in cultural systems, and (b) reflections on translation and how they vary across time. By focusing on this second angle, the contributions included in this special issue collectively aim to bring together different Eastern and Western views on the role of history to understand both translation and translation studies.
All papers center on translation understood as an intentional phenomenon of human and mostly intercultural communication, and on the role played by translation in Eastern and Western cultural practices and encounters. They range from translation between Asian and European languages, by dealing with Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Tagalog, Turkish, English, Flemish, Spanish and Portuguese languages, but they mostly focus on the translation of cultures, social structures and identities and on the (re)creation of stereotypes and images of Otherness. Accordingly, they consider both situations where Eastern and Western works are disseminated in different times, places, languages and cultures, as well as the phenomenon of "cultural translation", which occurs in cases where cultural agents travel in space to encounter different cultures and report on such Otherness by means, for example, of travel writing. In all these cases the negotiation of identities, presuppositions, ideologies and perceptions is the key to understanding the role of translation in the dynamics of cultures. This follows one of the well-known tenets of descriptive approaches in Translation Studies, as stated by Theo Hermans:
If it were a matter of technical code-switching only, translation would be as exciting as a photocopier. Translation is of interest because it offers first-hand evidence of the prejudice of perception. Cultures, communities and groups construe their sense of self in relation to others and by regulating the channels of contact with the outside world. In other words, the normative apparatus which governs the selection, production and reception of translation, together with the way translation is conceptualized at certain moments, provides us with an index of cultural self-definition. (Hermans 1999: 95) Translation is therefore understood not only as a mere operation of interlingual "code-switching". It is more encompassing in that it is addressed as a channel of contact with other cultures or "the outside world". Even if in practice it is mostly associated to interlingual communication, it is an indirect channel of contact between cultures since translation is a result of mediation by several agents involved in the selection, production and reception processes governed by cultural specific norms. Thus understood, translation becomes relevant as a means to the study of various processes of contact and transfer between cultures. To study translation is then to study the historically variable influence of other cultures upon a receiving or target culture, either because intercultural contacts begin or cease to take place or because they increase or decrease or take up different profiles across time. Last but certainly not least, to study translation is also to study "cultural selfdefinition" in that translation reveals how a culture defines itself by means of the intercultural relations it establishes but also by means of how the relations are established, fostered, or silenced. It does not come as a surprise that the author goes on to state that in the process of intercultural communication by means of translation: "[i]t would be only a mild exaggeration to claim that translation tells us more about those who translate and their clients than about the corresponding source text" (Hermans 1999: 95) , given that so much of it is influenced by the target context, culture, situation and the decisions of agents. To map translation and to understand its main trends and periods, to follow reflection upon translation, translation theory, methods and historiography across time, to study the profiles of translators, editors, clients, patrons, among other intercultural mediators, and to identify, describe and attempt to understand and explain configurations of identities in East and West encounters across time, all this becomes instrumental in understanding the source and mostly the receiving cultures. By embodying culture specific target norms, translations "project the underlying value systems into their representations of the source text" and cultural Otherness, one might add (Hermans 1999: 95) . The analysis of selected examples leads the author to conclude that spirituality and secularism, individualism, and mysticism are reproduced or "re-discoursed" according to differing views and value systems of the target cultures, and this impinges on three different narrative structures united by an amicable interpersonal relation towards the various target readerships.
